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Minutes: AoC International Special Interest Group 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Friday 16th March 2018, 1130-1400 (optional networking 1330-1400) 

 

Association of Colleges, 2-5 Stedham Place, London WC1A 1HU 

 

 

In attendance 

Shelagh Legrave (SL) (co-Chair), Chichester College 

Adrian Ash (AA), Strode College  

Andrea Shepherd (AS), York College 

Janette Donjon (JD), Sunderland College 

Kiran Rami (KR), HCUC 

Nick Harris (NH), Bournemouth & Poole College 

Raj Kakaiya (RK), CCCG 

Richard Surtees (RS), New City College Group 

Mark Allen (MA), Sussex Downs College (by phone) 

James Foster (JF), Lincoln College (by phone for part of meeting) 

Emma Meredith (EM), AoC 

 

 

Invited participants 

Brian Wilson (BW), British Council 

Harriet Cameron (HC), Migration Advisory Committee (MAC) 

Sophie McCammond (SC), MAC 

James Spacey (JS), GLA 

Minutes and actions of the last meeting  
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An updated version of the minutes was circulated at the start of the meeting. It was 

noted that apologies from JD had been omitted from the minutes of the last meeting. 

 

EM provided an update on case studies – the British Council had commissioned a series 

of case studies on internationalisation in colleges, which hopefully would be made 

available to the sector. The minutes were approved.   

 

 

MAC roundtable 

 

The invited participants joined the meeting.  

 

• HC provided a summary of the background to the MAC enquiry into the 

economic and social impact of international students in the UK. The MAC team 

was currently undertaking its literature review of over 100 submissions received, 

before moving to data analysis and drafting of the report, which would be issued 

in September. 

• Submissions have been received from HE, AoC, think tanks, individuals, local 

education authorities and schools. 

• The group then moved to provide input to questions posed by HC. 

• The soft power of international education was highlighted, and the extremely 

positive benefits of international students to the UK economy. The group agreed 

that international students benefit domestic students as they study in class 

together, and that teaching international students provides staff CPD. 

• The group raised the issue of why net migration figures – despite there being no 

cap on the number of international students who can come to the UK – should 

include international students, and voiced a strong argument for the removal of 

international students from net migration targets. 

• The ONS and IPS surveys were referenced in the context of the 97% of 

international students who depart the UK on schedule and as per the conditions 

of their visa. 

• MA outlined how international students can support the core college curriculum 

and ensure the classes that are viable, especially when the sector has not seen 

an increase in government funding. KR added that international students 

provide a pipeline into HE and to/from English language courses; RK outlined 

that higher skills gaps are filled by international students.   

• BW cited the high number of Nigerian students who have been turned away 

from the UK and who now choose Canada, due to the UK’s visa policy. BW also 

cited how in Northern Ireland, border issues and segregated schooling means 

international students in a class with local students provide opportunities for 

cultural and religious mixing, which is very welcome.  

• EM emphasized that 75% of young people voted to stay in the EU in the 2016 

referendum. It was important to retain programmes such as Erasmus+ beyond 

the UK’s departure from the EU, as the programme provides huge opportunities 

for young UK students in FE. If the Tier 4 route was introduced for EU27 students 

post-Brexit, it would put students off from coming to the UK. Many EU27 
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students currently travel easily to the UK with an ID card, and an insistence on 

passports would divert students to Malta and Ireland.  

• The group highlighted ongoing difficulties for college applicants during Tier 4 

credibility interviews. 
• MAC was asked whether its report would compare the UK position to that of 

other countries. The group highlighted that the UK’s visa regime issued a 

negative message, and meant it was losing business to countries like the 

Netherlands and other non-English speaking countries where courses were 

increasingly being offered in English.  

• EM emphasized that AoC had a good relationship with the Home Office, which 

was fundamental to working together to improve the system. The January 2018 

changes to STS visas were very welcome.  

• The group emphasized the 2015 loss of part-time working rights for international 

students at FE colleges. The group also emphasized that not allowing Level 2 or 

pre-sessional courses tied to Tier 4 visas and Level 3 courses cut off a student 

pipeline into the UK. Overall, the group felt that there is not a fair and level 

playing field between colleges and other providers in the UK education system  

• The OfS and HE reforms were discussed 

 

HC, SC and JS left the meeting 

 

 

British Council Skills update 

• BW provided the group with an overview of skills opportunities at the British 

Council e.g. Leadership Exchange Programme. He was keen to gauge views from 

the group on the opportunities and how they could be best adapted to suit the 

needs of the college sector. He noted that there had been drop-off in college 

uptake of the opportunities.  

• BW outlined that there was significant interest globally in TVET system reform. 

He also confirmed that the British Council struggled to contract colleges to take 

on some of the TVET consultancy work the Council advertises, and as such it 

works with a large pool of consultants.  

• The group emphasized that there was definite interest from colleges in British 

Council-funded skills opportunities. However, it highlighted that it can be difficult 

to get buy-in from college staff (particularly during mergers), that sometimes 

there is no backfill funding available for teaching staff with the projects, and that 

the notification timescales and deadlines for projects were often difficult for 

colleges to meet. It was noted that international student recruitment is 

frequently the mainstay of international work that will allow colleges to have the 

flexibility to engage in other projects such as the Skills Funded opportunities. 

Equally, whilst there were different reasons why colleges would wish to engage 

in skills projects, some colleges would definitely wish to be confident that the 

projects would lead to outcomes, particularly if time was invested in sending 

staff overseas. College curriculum departments sometimes need to be financially 

incentivized to take part in international activity. 

• BW updated the group on the new high-profile Windsor Commonwealth Fund 

opportunities. Money from the Cabinet Office would be released to work with 
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Commonwealth countries. There should be 10 opportunities announced in June 

in countries including Malaysia, South Africa and Ghana. Colleges would be 

paired with international partners and lead a small consortium on a year-long 

TVET project (e.g. employer-led education systems). Project value would be 

around £50k with £10-£12k available in management costs for the UK institution 

as a lead partner. The call would be announced at the end of June with an 

application deadline of September. Colleges discussed the call timelines and the 

fact that teaching staff would be on holiday when the call will be announced. BW 

suggested it might be possible to issue a pre-call statement to provide notice. NH 

mentioned that some criteria to apply for British Council funding in the past had 

been too vague; BW emphasized that criteria were often kept loose in order to 

be as flexible as possible.  

 

 

China market update 

EM provided an update on the Prime Minister’s February 2018 visit to China. Lesley 

Davis (Principal, Trafford College) was part of the delegation. The issue of recognition 

for UK colleges in China was raised during the visit – UK colleges, unlike UK universities, 

are not ‘officially’ recognised in China, making business development more difficult. DfE, 

supported by DIT, is now pulling together a list of UK colleges that can be used as a 

starting point to approach China for recognition.  

 

 

Sector collaboration 

The group discussed how it could work together more collaboratively on international 

projects. Points were made regarding tension and competition historically between 

colleges. Many colleges have now merged, so larger college groups with multiple sites 

may also work more collaboratively within their own structures. However, smaller 

colleges, rural colleges or those colleges that had not merged would not have the option 

of a merger group approach. SG raised the example of the Colleges of Excellence in 

Saudi Arabia, where colleges had formed groups to work together collaboratively. It was 

also suggested that a ‘skills map’, detailing which colleges had expertise in particular 

niche areas (e.g. engineering), would be helpful to facilitate partnerships between 

colleges. EM reiterated that colleges requiring new college partners for a project were 

welcome to include such requests in the AoC international briefing. EM also mentioned 

that AoC would be organising another bid-writing workshop for colleges in June.  

 

Action: AoC to draft collaboration guidelines for colleges 

Action: AoC to look at the development of a skills map 

 

 

AoB 

Technical difficulties with the conference line meant that JF was not able to dial in and 

be heard, and that MA was temporarily cut off from the line. 

 

The next meeting is currently scheduled for Thursday 7th June 2018 at AoC’s offices in 

London.  


